Unfortunately, many of us will be in companies that are downsizing at some point in our careers. Often such reductions in staff at companies create a work environment that is less than optimal. However, these guidelines are intended to help you in maintaining gainful employment during the process. These guidelines deal with downsizing situations where the company still survives in some form. They are less applicable to companies that fail entirely. Also, sometimes, the reductions can be massive and quick (a la Enron or Anderson), but other times they may be measured and slow.
Don't assume you're safe
One of worst things you can do in such an environment is to assume that because of your position, the quality of your work, or the importance of your work that you will be spared. While you may be less likely to be affected by being a well-respected employee, it certainly does not protect you from large cut backs in your division, product line, or location. When cuts become massive, the company is downsizing the work actually done and not just identifying poor performers. The result of assuming you are safe can be complacency that leaves you unprepared to be laid off.
Don't panic
Even with massive cutbacks, don't fall into a panic mode, begin looking for a new job and ignore your current position. Doing so is likely to create a self-filling prophecy. Look at the situation rationally and examine the likely strategies the company will take to reduce staff. This way you decide which parts of the company are more likely to survive and move over to them. Usually, there are parts of the company that are stronger than others and identifying those, in conjunction with the overall corporate strategy, you can make rational decisions on what parts are best for you. In a very small company, there may be no "other parts," but certain job skills are going to be more valued than others. If you have the skills to perform many roles (particularly in small companies), you will be better off.
Don't duck and cover
Some folks figure that if they are less visible during such periods that they will escape downsizing. Such a reaction results in an unwillingness to propose controversial ideas or to make significant decisions that someone else may not like. In general, the strategy is not to "make waves" and hope that those who do will get the axe. In such an environment, an employee should be doing their best for the company, which includes "making waves." Employees who do the best job for the company are more likely to be retained and those who "duck and cover" are not doing themselves a favor.
Don't let poor morale affect yours
The environment in a downsizing company can deteriorate rapidly. The longer the downsizing continues the worse the morale seems/probably will get. This guideline is one of the hardest to follow, but you must keep your morale up so that you will be more vigilant and able to act as new opportunities present themselves. Some tactics are to find other things that you enjoy doing both inside and outside of work. Make sure that at least one subset of your projects is a positive one for the company and yourself. During these times, many of the projects available may be related to "cost cutting" and as a result less exciting to work on.
Do look for opportunities
Downsizings usually mean change in a company and such change can actually create opportunities to find a new job in the company. During such periods, decisions and directions can be created that would have been unthinkable and undoable in previous, better times. The company will be more responsive to anything that helps clean up costly problems or helps get it out of its present situation. So an idea or project with the ability to significantly impact revenue or to significantly cut costs may suddenly be given the attention it deserves as well as the ability to carry out it. Additionally, changes in the structure of the company may bring personal opportunities to increase your responsibility and/or impact in the company. An example is that some layoffs may be due to eliminating duplication from prior mergers. Getting responsibility for the entire corporation rather than just your division may be possible.
Do maintain the network
Ironically, as these layoffs occur and your company becomes smaller, your personal network of business contacts should grow. That is, many of your former colleagues will likely be at other corporations or organizations and be immediately available to expand your personal network. However, you should also continue to help others whenever you are given the opportunity and hold up your end of the network. If you don't help others during this time, then don't expect them to help you when you need it. Treat any of your colleagues who are laid off during this process with respect and don't avoid them. By interacting with them you build your network, help them out when you can, and learn how to deal with being laid off in case you are so affected.
You should also be actively tapping your internal, personal network of contacts across the company. Different organizations and locations of a large company will have different perspectives on how the company is changing and what sorts of work will be in demand and survive the transition.
Be vigilant for external opportunities
While you should always keep an ear to the ground for other opportunities that will expand your career, during a downsizing period you should be especially vigilant and look for other opportunities without endangering your current position. Certainly, consider where you would like to work and what you would like to do if you do happen to be laid off. Having done so, you can immediately pursue those companies and kind of jobs when the situation becomes more urgent.
Do be a good scout
That is, be prepared. This means first and foremost to create and maintain your resume. But it also means looking at the consequences of what a layoff would mean and structuring your life and finances to deal with and, as much as it makes sense, be prepared for the lay off. Besides being physically prepared, you should also try to be mentally prepared and consciously recognize that being laid off is a real possibility that you may have to deal with.
While thinking about downsizing may not be pleasant, it is as necessary as creating a will or buying life insurance. That is, planning for and reacting to negative events is as important as planning for positive events.
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